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Matthew Passion (heavily truncated) than to the original score (with which Mendelssohn was, of course, well acquainted), Doflein rather cleverly demonstrates that, insofar as the work can be said to be modeled on Bach's masterpiece, it is modeled not on the Passion as it was composed, but as it was performed. Dahlhaus uses St. Paul to make a similar point, concluding his remarks with the observation, "Der Klassizismus erscheint nicht als Kopie der Klassik, an der er sich anlehnt, sondern er dokumentiert deren Wirkungsgeschichte." (58) 9 As Glen Stanley has effectively demonstrated ("Bach's Erbe"), the inclusion of chorales in oratorios had hardly died out after the middle of the eighteenth century, nor was it limited, in the nineteenth century, to Mendelssohn's work. Chorales were a regular feature of the most popular oratorios from the last third of the eighteenth century (including works by C. P. E. Bach and Johann Heinrich Rolle), works which 211 Bach's liturgical music in the secular performance spaces of the nineteenth century was legitimated, in most minds, by the quotation marks of historical performance,1o this did not authorize nineteenth-century composers to carry out a similar appropriation of still-contemporary liturgical music for modern, non-liturgical composition. Given the urgency with which Mendelssohn pursued the dissemination of Bach's music in his own professional life, nothing could have been more logical than for him to attempt to create a compositional tradition on the shoulders of a performance tradition in which Bach's chorale-based works were finally securing a firm position. But in so doing, it seemed, he failed to recognize the aesthetic snares implicit in so literal a reclamation of a historical language.
The discussion that follows will focus on the five chorales of St. Paul in an attempt to show that Mendelssohn's handling of these numbers may actually testify to his full awareness of the aesthetic difficulty surrounding their inclusion. As we shall see, the presentation of the last chorale melody in the work enacts a celebratory reaffirmation of the chorale's liturgical status, or rather, a multi-faceted symbolic reintegration of the chorale into the context of worship. In other words, Mendelssohn's culminating gesture, as far as the chorales are concerned, is to draw our attention to precisely the issue that makes their inclusion in the oratorio problematic. For Mendelssohn, it seems, the process of reclaiming Bach's musical language in modern composition was hardly as unreflective as has generally been supposed, but hinged on creating a musical arena within which the intrinsic tensions of this reclamation could themselves come under scrutiny.
In the chapter on "Historicism" in his book, Nineteenth-Century Music, Carl Dahlhaus describes the truly "historical" mode of listening -one that is "historical through and through"-as a reflected mode of perception, one ever aware of the distance separating past and present in any attempted reconstruction. In this established no lasting performance tradition, but "probably remained in the memories of the generations that straddled the turn of the century" (126). Stanley also traces the use of chorales in Carl Loewe's work of the 183os and 40s, and of chorale-like material in Spohr's work. None of this, as Stanley acknowledges, seriously threatens the notion that Bach's model was paramount in Mendelssohn's mind. 10 It is perhaps relevant that Mendelssohn himself excised a large proportion of the chorales from the St. Matthew Passion itself in his 1829 rendition of the work. Though Michael Marissen (1993) persuasively reconstructs the religious motivations that may have underpinned the great majority of Mendelssohn's excisions in this performance, he admits to being able to find no such motivation behind the decision to cut these chorales. It is not impossible that Mendelssohn was demonstrating his own concerns about their appropriateness to the concert hall. mode of perception, one's notions of the way things used to be overlap with a realization that the past is alien to the present, thereby creating a sense of ambiguity that can be enjoyed aesthetically in its own right. ... .1 Though these remarks are intended to describe a condition in the listener, I suggest that they may form a valid description of the compositional process I will be detailing in the discussion that follows, perhaps pointing to a little-understood dimension of Mendelssohn's whole approach to compositional historicism. 
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with a slow introduction leading to a more animated fugue, the overture includes three complete statements of the Stollen of "Wachet auf," a theme and two variations, we might say, whose increasingly involved accompanimental textures create a propulsive force of their own.
The overture begins with a strict, note-against-note harmonization13 of the chorale's first three phrases. These are repeated with the addition of the most basic preludial gesture: an incessant, mostly conjunct line of quarter-notes against the predominant half-note motion of the tune. After a sixteen-measure extension, the final phrase comes to rest, at last, on a half-cadence. Some forty-seven measures into the motoric fugue that follows, the winds take up the chorale once more, depositing its first phrase as a cantus firmus at the top of the fugal texture. After three more statements of this phrase, each at a different pitch level, the Stollen of the chorale return as a whole, fortissimo.
Thus, on its first appearance, the chorale is harmonized note against note; the second places two notes against each of the chorale's; in the third, the chorale is incorporated into a fugal texture whose rhythmic fabric is animated with continuous sixteenth-notes.14 As I have indicated, the overture serves, in this respect, as a road map for the rest of the chorales in the oratorio, which also begin with the church style and work their way toward a chorale's cantus firmus-like appearance in fugue. It is to these numbers that I now turn.
The first vocal chorale, "Allein Gott in der H6h' sei," appears as no. 3. This is the only one in the oratorio set in a straightforward, four-part church style. A close approximation of this style is maintained in the second chorale, the somber "Dir, Herr, dir will ich mich ergeben," which closes no. 9. This setting differs from the first only in being scored for three voices instead of the customary four (alto and soprano sing together). The third chorale appears as no. 16, the vocal reprise of "Wachet auf." Here the horns and trumpets enliven the texture through the interpolation of two-measure fanfares after each vocal phrase (Example 1).
The first chorale in the oratorio's second part, "O Jesu Christe, wahres Licht," appears as the closing section of no. 29 (excerpted in '3 There is little point in attempting to determine the number of voices in this harmonization. We need only compare the first three notes of the second bassoon to the first three notes of the second viola to understand the informal character of Mendelssohn's approach to voice-leading--these two move in unison for the first two notes, but then continue as different voices.
'4 Since the rhythm of the chorale melody has been altered to fit the triple meter, it is impossible to give a simple ratio of accompaniment motion against melodic motion. The melody, in any event, is moving in half-notes and quarter-notes against the flow of sixteenths. EXAMPLE 1. St Schubring is probably right in his final statement (except insofar as many modern listeners may feel that the work is already too long). But one is inclined to agree as well with his reservations about the relative theological anemia of Mendelssohn's libretto in its final form. We witness a conversion taking place; we are told that Paul performs acts and preaches the Word; Paul himself even talks a good deal about the divine nature of his mission. But it is in this single episode, in no. 36, that he is actually seen confronting the unconverted masses with real theological news. Schubring's concern is that simply trotting out a Credo at this point effectively deflates Paul's theological significance per se-Paul's Word, when we finally hear it, comes not as a spark of insight, but as a generic call to Christian worship, appropriate enough, but certainly anti-climactic.
Unfortunately, the dramatic flacidity of this moment at first appears to be reflected in the musical process as well. Having completed a recitative and arioso pair fully as substantial as many such complete numbers in the oratorio, Paul simply sets out-now in D minor-on a completely new tune, Con molto di moto (Example 3). This new melody, we notice at once, seems to have little idea what to do with itself; the first phrase creeps up to a cadence on the fifth degree, to which the orchestra adds four measures of commentary with no new harmonic goal. After this phrase's final A-major chord, motion comes to a complete stop. There follows a repetition of the tune, abruptly transposed to F major, with a slightly different ending. The eight measures of routine cadential material that follow seem a bit contrived, and fail to counteract the sense of shapelessness which the whole passage has taken on.
No sooner has Paul completed this cadence, however, than the basses come in with the same melody, then the tenors, altos, and sopranos, in a closely-knit fugal exposition. At least part of the mystery is solved at this point: the reason Paul's exposition of this tune seemed so aimless is that it was not intended to exist as a fully-formed melody in the first place. Paul's sole purpose in presenting it was to hand it over to the chorus-to teach it to them-as a fugal subject. Twenty measures later, the second sopranos (and a complement of winds) enter with their stately intonation of the chorale.
Though this final chorus thus emerges as troublesome in dramatic, musical, and theological terms alike, I suggest that these apparent failings conceal an entirely unique sort of significance. At the beginning of the number, Paul made his first real theological point of the entire oratorio, warning the heathens away from the belief that God could live in "Tempeln mit Menschen-Hinden gemacht." In the arioso that followed, he explained that they, the Menschen themselves, are God's true temple. Though the fugue, with its interpolated chorale, that is tacked on at this point appears motivated by neither dramatic nor musical concerns, it gains an entirely new relevance if we recognize its role as neither meditative nor dramatic in any conventional sense, but purely symbolic, as a musical illustration of the point Paul has just made. With the entrance of the familiar congregational hymn, it becomes possible to recognize the fugal web surrounding the hymn as a contrapuntal housing, so to speak, surrounding a musical utterance we have no trouble identifying with the act of Protestant worship. In none of the work's earlier chorales had the voices themselves attempted anything but a straight, chordal texture; the evolving stages of accompanimental complexity were the domain of instruments alone. But here, as the contrapuntal edifice surrounding the chorale achieves its final, most glorious form, the voices have reclaimed the accompanimental fabric as their own, and the instruments are left to do nothing but double them. In other words, where the previous chorales had been housed in increasingly intricate contrapuntal structures created by human hands -that is, by instruments -this is a structure constituted of humanity itself, of the human voice. 16 With the confessional chorale standing, in a kind of liturgical synecdoche, for the act of worship, and the choral fugue representing the human temple in which it occurs, this number serves as a metaphor for the religious truth Paul has just put forth.
The enabling force at the heart of this process, of course, is the ease with which the chorale can be interpreted--apart from its own aesthetic value-as a symbol for the act of worship. In this sense, the chorale's intrinsic musical or textual interest is superfluous. Or, rather, the generic confession of faith, to return to Schubring's caveat, may have been a perfect choice: an aesthetically blank lowest common denominator of the Christian community in the act of worship.
This interpretation considerably alters the traditional view of the chorales in this work. For it seems difficult, in this light, to maintain that Mendelssohn included these chorales in a direct, unreflective imitation of Bach's Passion, oblivious to the aesthetic troubles they would raise. It is precisely because of the chorale's troublesome tendency to sound like an uprooted artifact of Protestant worship that "Wir glauben" is able to take on the symbolic function that makes the whole number work. Thus, the success of the number hinges on embracing precisely the liturgical association which made the chorale's inclusion problematic in the first place. To put the matter another way, by ascribing this symbolic relevance to the chorale, Mendelssohn effectively evacuates it of artistic relevance, thus confronting head-on the aesthetic enigma underlying the chorales' inclusion. The distance that separates the chorale from the drama, indeed, from the whole concert experience, is precisely what makes the drama work. It is on just this distance that the work calls us to reflect. [Mendelssohn] did not take Beethoven's last period-where a composer dedicated to the new ideal would have found the point of departure for further development-as his starting point, nor, in general, did he follow any one specific master; rather, he tended to take the entire past, Sebastian Bach and Mozart, as his prerequisite, and not so much in order to seize upon a specific task or to set out straight-away in an entirely modern direction. Even the place where Mendelssohn received his earliest artistic training does not seem particularly favorable to the development of an ambitious artistic, musical talent; true, significant perceptions are to be found there, and the intellectual life is generally lively, but all this is suited more for reflection and less for the artistic--especially the youthfulimagination, and Mendelssohn was still very young when he began to compose.'8 St. Paul would appear a locus classicus for the tendencies to which Brendel draws attention, unapologetically appropriating stylistic components of Handel and Bach alike, apparently oblivious to the trouble these appropriations might raise when set against each other, or against the backdrop of modern concert life.
As I have attempted to show, however, the story may not be so simple. For Mendelssohn's mission in this work seems to lie not in the act of appropriation itself, at least not in this act alone, but in the is simultaneously to create a fiction and to make a statement about the creation of that fiction. The two processes are held together in a formal tension which breaks down the distinction between "creation" and "criticism" and merges them into the concepts of "interpretation" and "deconstruction."'9
This oratorio seems to hold out the possibility that the essence of compositional historicism, for Mendelssohn, might lie not in unambitious dependence on an established language, nor simply in polemical re-engagement with an older style (and Mendelssohn has been accused of both), but in a thoughtful, wholly original metalinguistic impulse through which the work sets out to critique its own compositional premises.20 Mendelssohn's was an age in which musical "progress" was measured as often in terms of languages reclaimed as of languages pioneered, as his own experiences as a promoter of Bach and Handel demonstrates. The most distinctive feature of the north German musical experience through these years was the very plurality of styleshistorical and modern alike-which could claim currency with the musical public. Mendelssohn's St. Paul seems to offer a glimpse of a musical language, or metalanguage, which sets out to reflect on this condition itself, that is, to establish an authorial vantage-point from which the tensions and paradoxes implicit in this new pluralism might themselves become the subject matter of the musical discourse. St. Paul might best be taken, in this sense, as a challenge to the very dichotomy that forms the foundation of Brendel's final dismissal in the passage quoted above, the dichotomy between "reflection" and "artistic imagination." And it is surely a mistake to recognize such an impulse as anything less than "an entirely modern direction."
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